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We know all too well that these are difficult times for institu¬ 
tions. The very fabric of our ability as a society to support 
institutions is everywhere being tested. As we work hard to 
find and set reasonable priorities we are aware of how much 
needs to be done. But we are, in the face of this test, un¬ 
remittingly optimistic. We share in the growing conviction 
that the Corcoran is on the threshold of a new era of energy, 
vitality and accomplishment. The Museum and School are 
regularly demonstrating their quality, their importance and 
their unique functions in their fields. 

Our partner in this optimism is the Women's Committee. 

The Committee has, over the years, worked tirelessly to sup¬ 
port the essential functions of the Gallery. It has always 
been a willing collaborator in the work that needs to be 
done. And with the annual Corcoran Ball they prove that 
the work can be done with joy and grace. 

To Mrs. John K. Tabor, Chairman of the Women's Commit¬ 
tee, and Mrs. Anthony J. Thompson, Chairman of this year's 
Ball, and to all the Committee Members who have worked 
for eleven and a half months to create this evening for us, 
may we say thank you for what truly is the party of the year. 


Michael Botwinick, Director 




















William Christenberry 
GOURD TREE, 1979 
Pickins City, Alabama. 


The exhibition previewed at The Twenty-Eighth Corcoran Ball 
WILLIAM CHRISTENBERRY: Southern Views 
was made possible by grants from 
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The exhibition was organized by the Institute for the Arts, 
Rice University, with the support of the deMenil Foundation. 










William Christenberry 
NEW GRAVE, 1979 
Hale County, Alabama. 


WILLIAM CHRISTENBERRY: Southern Views presents 
us with an astonishingly complete look into the most inti¬ 
mate imaginative workings of an extraordinary individual. 

Bill Christenberry is of course a leading Washington, D.C. 
artist, but his origins and his artistic subjects are located in 
rural Alabama. The entire range of American Southern sub¬ 
jects—the traditions of agrarian life, family continuities, the 
homely rituals of Baptist church and roadside cafe, lush and 
barren landscapes, and the ominous ever-present undertone 
of tenacious racial anxieties—all this rich and complex real¬ 
ity of the artist's childhood finds its way into the imagery 
presented here. Christenberry is able to grasp the multifa¬ 
ceted psychological structure of his formative culture by vir¬ 
tue of his amazingly polymathic nature as an artisan: he 
seems equally at home in media as diverse as conventional 
draughtsmanship, painting, printmaking, sculpture, assem¬ 
blage and photography. He is an artist of both formidable 
poetic intelligence and protean technical competency. 

The present occasion marks by far the most extensive gath¬ 
ering together ever undertaken of Christenberry's compli¬ 
cated oeuvre. Added to the many crafted art works here are 
various found objects, primarily weathered metal signs, that 
the artist has collected over the years and lived with daily in 
the strangely crowded yet orderly environment of his Con¬ 
necticut Avenue studio. The show not only attempts to convey 




but to reproduce the atmospherics and many of the actual 
physical objects out of which he has created his highly so¬ 
phisticated art works. 

Perhaps the accretive tour de force of the artist's prodigious 
output is the immensely complex environmental assemblage 
known as the Klan Room. This work is the result of years of 
designing, fabricating and collecting objects relating to the 
Ku Klux Klan, ranging from genuine Klan pamphlets and 
costumes to the dozens of GI Joe dolls wearing miniature 
beaded satin Klan costumes Christenberry has had made by 
Washington seamstresses. The implications of the Klan 
Room for the artist and for the viewer transcend any simple 
political statement: obviously the raison d'etre of the art 
work, while it acknowledges the presence of the Klan as an 
important part of the artist's psychic environment, also im¬ 
plies a profound revulsion for the Klan's mythos. The Klan 
Room may be seen as an act of exorcism, a kind of confron¬ 
tation and esthetic transformation of a loaded cultural idea, 
turning something secret, subtly taboo, into something held 
to light and owned by the artist. A tenaciously rancorous 
tradition is demystified by the artist and given life as a com¬ 
plex esthetic entity. Its potency now is in its nature as pub¬ 
lic domain, as presented art, and not in its symbolism of a 
separatist cause. 

That the Ku Klux Klan subject matter has so obsessively en¬ 
gaged the artist over a twenty-year period in no way miti¬ 
gates the simple love and nostalgia which permeate other 
aspects of Christenberry's work, particularly the building 
constructions and many of the photographs. The entire out¬ 
put requires consideration as a single multifarious en¬ 
deavor, created in a spirit of simultaneous dedication to 
making new art, and externalizing a singular personal expe¬ 
rience. 


Jane Livingston, Associate Director and Chief Curator 




William Christenberry, DREAM BUILDING VARIANT,. 1980. 
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